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I’ve always admired the Gaudi-esque invention of Allegretti’s voice. 
These poems are architectures, webs and prayers. Their volatility and 
wit never harden into irony. Read “Anointing of the Sick” and then 
“Poem for the Apocalypse” for the range this book travels. Father 
Silicon is a challenge and a thrill. 

—D. Nurkse 

The poems in Joel Allegretti’s new collection, Father Silicon, are 
marked throughout by striking originality, much of it obviously 
stemming from his Catholic upbringing, leavened, yet also sharpened, 
by the author’s exhaustive curiosity and knowledge. Quite often in 
these poems, Allegretti takes outrageous points of view (sometimes 
verging on the bizarre) that might seem barely imaginable to the rest 
of us. For instance, “Our limbs now flower into wings” is how “The 
Achromatic Rainbow (Negative)” concludes - “No sooner do we spread 
them, / twenty-four of us are rounded up / and baked in a pie.” Such 
bold inventiveness - a constant in Allegretti’s confident vision - is rare 
in contemporary poetry and makes reading these poems exhilarating. 

—Martin Mitchell 

Joel Allegretti’s poems never fail to surprise and delight me. He is a 
truly major poet, an original voice who makes our language sing. 

—Maggie Dubris 

The juxtaposition of language and chemistry, poetry and patent found 
in “Anointing of the Sick” is both ingenious and devastating. This 
elegy to Father Silicon - the poet’s own father, though that point is 
subtly made - is a risky, edgy and brilliant sequence. Think Brenda 
Hillman’s Death Tractates with a generous helping of testosterone on 
the side. 


-Jackie Sheeler 
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PROLOGUE 








LONG AGO, LAST 
TUESDAY, SHORTLY 
BEFORE DAWN 


The crickets’ 
aubade sang 
a spray of 
bats back to 
their rafters, 
Heaven 
stretching 
beneath 
their feet. 


II 





MOURN 








UNIMPRESSED WITH 
OFFENBACH, WEARY OF RILKE, 
PERPLEXED BY COCTEAU, 
THOUGH AMUSED BY BLACK 
ORPHEUS, EURYDICE REVEALS 
HERSELF TO BE THE ORIGINAL 
GRETA GARBO 

From Night I came. 

To Night I went. 

In Night I belong. 

You have known this forever. 

You lost me in the spaces between your strings. 

In every grace note and scale, you embedded my name. 

The nowhere I wander resonates with my name. 

Every vein, every crevice of this dispiriting abyss 
Is sealed with its mortar: 

My name as it was sung — as it was shaped — 

As it was stuttered by the voice that anguishes your throat. 

Souls whirl in the windliness of Hell 
And echo your cry of my name 
And echo your cry of my name 

And echo every curse you lay upon your failure to believe, 
You — who dressed the naked shades in the rare silk 
of your singing, 

You — who colored my silhouette through 
perpetual lamentation. 

I have been telling you this 

For thousands of years. What more is there to say? 

Man of the Harp, tell your descendants to turn 

To other fables and leave us — me, in particular —for good. 

I want to be alone. 
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THE SEA SERPENT 


From the depths to the shallows 

It rises and slashes the placid surface with its wake. 

Whales will not challenge it. 

Lampreys will not feed on it. 

It cranes and flails its primeval neck and roars at the moon. 

Through the fog it spies another beam 

And glides to shore on a current of its own making. 

It prostrates itself before the lighthouse monstrance 
And worships the Eucharistic beacon. 

It retreats in its solitude to the deep, 

Traces an arc of dolphins, 

Counts the manta rays. 

It happens upon a reef and believes the length of coral 
To be another of itself. It dances a hopeful courting dance 
Until it recognizes its foolishness. 

It is its only kind. 

Many have named it. 

Many have sworn to have seen it. 

But the mermaid was a manatee draped in kelp, 

And raging Scylla, peril of Odysseus: a squid. 

But it knows it is no mere fiction. 

By the wreckage of the caravels, 

By the bodies warming its belly, 

It knows it is no mere fiction. 

It listens to the sky and hears thunder 
Crash above its crested head. 

It unleashes its dreadful bellow in reply, 

To dare the sky and, thus, prove to the stars 

That it is more than a legend 

Or the hallucination of drunken sailors. 
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REVELATION ON THE 
KILLING FLOOR 


The night after we fasted, 

the ancient nursemaid Esther danced 

on the killing floor 

to the silvered rattle of her tambourine. 

When I asked why she chose such a squalid stage, 
the servant replied, 

“Because it is blood, not love, that binds us,” 
then went on with her shabby amusement. 

★★ 


In the morning, 

Esther taught me how to salt. 

We removed the vitals. 

Entrails. 

(“We divine the future by their curves.”) 
Liver. 

Heart. 

Next, the inessentials. 

Spleen. 

Appendix. 

Gall bladder. 

The Egyptians, she said, preserved 
Their dead with a Nile salt called 

Natron, of which there were two kinds: 
White natron, which was not white, 

And red natron, which was not red. 

“Even in death, we contend with the false.” 



Moonbeam 
on the killing floor. 


★ ★ 


The ruby luster 
of the boards. 


★ ★ 


The jangle-clack 
of Esther’s tambourine. 

★ ★ 


A new saltation. 
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THE GALLOWS TREE 


They bring her 
to hang 

with my acorns. 

Her body is weak, 
but weighted with bone, 
sinew, 
the burden 
of accusation: 

Her eyes 
breed cholera! 

Her breath 
sours milk! 

Her touch 

can wither a child’s hand! 

But she has been wronged. 

I feel it in her pulse: 

Her innocence 
vibrates in the noose; 
it scales the rope 
and possesses my leaves. 

My sap reeks of blood, 
rotting my branches, corrupting my 
roots. 

For a century 
I have offered safe harbor 
to finches and crows. 

Now even my sturdiest bough bends 
with death. 

She is legion: 

Others came before her; others await. 
Bridget Bishop 
Sarah Good 
Elizabeth Howe 
George Jacobs 
&c. 

Their names 
are bound 
within my bark. 


19 



THIS IS THE HOUR 


A beautiful creature died in my arms, 

Without a murmur 

Or the blessing of heavenly light. 

As limp as silk. 

Eyes blank as slate. 

Skylarks and butterflies 
Gathered on my sill 
To witness the lovely creature 
Lying perished in my arms. 

I dressed in somber fabrics 
And brought my lifeless charge 
To the church, 

But the great door closed on us. 
Unconsecrated. 

I took to wandering the streets. 

The passers-by recoiled 

At the sight of my morbid parcel. 

The day ended. 

My arms were sore. 

I looked to the billowing night 
And cried as one alone in the world, 
What has a soul? 

What does not have a soul? 
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POEM FOR NICO 


Somehow, 

There was always Berlin. 

You never ceased to hear 
The cranky rhythms of the trains 
- headed where? - 

That rat-a-tatted little Christa to sleep, 
And the Nibelungen danced 
through her dreams 
in patent-leather boots. 

A record whirls 

On a parlor phonograph: 

Hildegard Knef singing 
“Song of the Lonely Girl” 
in 1952. 

You hated her. 

Thirty years on, 

In the pale blue fluorescence 
of flame under spoon, 

You would think 
she sounds like you. 

Always an inch away, 

Vicious as a razor, 

dark as your Sturm und drone: 

The dreadful edge 
you hungered for. 

Your guide was not the murdered father; 
The mad mother walking circles 
round the kitchen; 

The neglectful lovers; 

Or the absent, present, absent son. 

I don’t tempt fate. Fate tempts me. 

The derelict heart beats out of time. 
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THE DENIAL OF ARCHITECTURE 


In memory of September 11, 2001 
It was like — 

No. It was not like that. 

Then it was more akin to — 

No. It was not that either. 

It must have been like — 

No. 

It was a reconstruction of contexts, 

A realignment of the connotations 
Around terms like 

Steel 

Glass 

Tower 

Faith 

Valor 

It was the irony in the churchyard: 
Gravestones, 

Their angles smoothed by the centuries, 
Remaining upright 

Under the metallic crumble. 

No. It was none of that. 

It was this: 


The thing 
No thing 
Nothing. 
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THE MORALITY OF SPIDERS 


She spins prayers, 
octolimb accessory 
to a divine scheme. 

Delicate industry 
defines her place 
on a swarming planet. 

The architecture trembles, 
calling her to devotions upon 

katy¬ 

did, 

lady- 

bug, 

may¬ 

fly 

or, 

if 

her 

span 

per¬ 

mits, 

a 

fledg¬ 

ling 

with 

erring 

wings. 

She takes measurements 
for the final peignoirs 
she will knit them, 
reaper-couturiere. 

Fangs scrape grace. 

Poisons flow as hymns. 

All goes well in heaven’s eyes. 
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CLIMB 








THE ACHROMATIC RAINBOW 
(NEGATIVE) 


Tonight, we are black, 
the erasure of hue, 
umbra beneath the eaves, 
the thick grainy line 
of a charcoal pencil. 

Ebony & Obsidian. 

Each of us a collapsed star. 

We are “a remarkably large 
and beautiful animal ... sagacious 
to an astonishing degree.” * 

The latter half of Stendhal 
and Dracula’s design consultant. 

The murky corners of the hayloft, 
our lifeline, a widow spider’s silk. 

We are nightfall in the hill country 
and the thing that lives under the bed. 
Our limbs now flower into wings. 

No sooner do we spread them, 
twenty-four of us are rounded up 
and baked in a pie. 


* Poe, Edgar Allan. The Black Cat. 
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THE OLD GREEK WIDOW 


Ionia Oneiros comes, a seventy year-old 
parenthesis in a black dress. 

The roads cough up their dust 
under the shiff-shaff of her slippers. 

The pine trees (whose resin 
when fermented is delightful) 
spiked out from the flanks of the hills 
spill their needles to carpet Ionia’s feet. 

Swathed in her mourning wrap, fingers dripping 
rennet from her cheese making, she creaks 
past the grave of her seventh son, Porphyrios 
(whom scarlet fever stole from her arms), 
the grave of her second daughter, Daphne 
(whom she lost at the naming ceremony), 
and the grave of her husband, Sotirios 
(who stank of goat and that American whore). 

Bleaching the sky of its blue (as if white were 
heaven’s reasonable hue), a honey sun bakes 
her path, which curls stone-blistered to the harbor, 
where the squid and sponge crops litter the dock. 
Hornets hum in her ears like baghlama players 
as Ionia eats a luscious plum, so ripe and purple. 
She wants a skirt as purple as her plum, 
not this dreary tent of celibate black. 

The mythic sea calms Ionia’s eyes, 
but she curses the play of the gulls. 

Her widow’s life, she tells them, is a clay 
shaped by dead Sotirios (the reeking pig!) 

Ionia feels her empty breasts swell again, 
plump with a yearning milk, to join the seabirds 
in their dance above the turquoise sheen - or to lie 
with a sponge diver on warm sands at high noon. 



LA MO ME BIJOU OR, OUR LADY 
OF THE CLEAVAGE, AFTER A 
PHOTOGRAPH BY BRASSAI 


Let’s elaborate 

on what the camera only implied: 

An obese and old beast 
of a whore (at least, we take her for a whore) 
bellies her way into the Cafe de la Verge 
at half past two on a bitter January night. 

This is Paris, circa 1933. 

She heaves her heft behind what appears to be 
her regular table. 

She is a sow in rotting ermines, 
bejeweled 

behatted 

behemoth. 

Her tawdry presence commands our attention, 
much as her trinity of chins commands her throat. 
Her diamond choker chokes her. 

Rings outnumber fingers. 

We wonder how she can lift her wineglass, 
with so many stones (counterfeit, no doubt), 
so much metal weighing down her hands. 

Her poisonous glower assures us 
that we are loathed. 

Her hauteur, however, doesn’t fool us. 

We know her bidet has been dry for weeks. 

She doesn’t wipe herself enough, 
and her breath smells of foreskins. 

Did she ever have a child? 

Let’s be tres frangais 

and say that she did, 

that she never married the father, 

who was either an acrobat or an accordionist, 

that she gave up the girl — it’s always a girl — 

to the Sisters of Mercy, or better yet, 

that the daughter died at three of consumption. 

(Is that Edith Piaf 

we hear on the phonograph?) 
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Let’s imagine 

someone else has entered the frame: 

A sewer worker just off his shift, 

(we’ll call him Marcel) 

quite putrid and more than a little tipsy, 

tips his cap and tells her 

she looks exquisite this evening. 

“That is a crock, Monsieur,” she snarls, 
nibbling on toast and a rather pungent Camembert. 
She offers him her middle finger. 


30 


He mistakes it for a sausage and bites it. 

Later, they will make love in an upstairs room. 

Ah, the rutting season! 

Like Marcel, we worship her in our own fashion. 
Such is the profundity of sagging breasts, 
swollen calves and a dirty rump. 

Who is more deserving of our doxologies 
than this doxy? 

O what love, what greater love can one bestow 
upon this swine entwined in phony pearls 
than to transmogrify her into an object of veneration 
through the intercession of the lens or the pen? 
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MONSTER CHILD 
ON CHRISTMAS MORNING 

At three, he wrung the cat’s neck, 

Then mourned it like a parent. 

At four, he finally walked upright. 

His bare feet furrowed the carpet. 

At five, he bit through the nurse’s wrist 
When she tried to read his pulse. 

He scratches at our bedroom door, 

Which we lock before retiring. 

Today, however, the celebration 
Of his Savior’s birth, 

He reminds us of hope, 

As he stares in awe at the tree, 

The creche, the candles 

And, above all, the new fire truck, 

Its red paint shining bright — 

Maybe even brighter through his tears. 
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HOW THE PRAIRIE SPINSTER 
LEARNED OF THE WAR 

So still the prairie dusk, she hears aphids 
ravening the nasturtiums. 

So pretty the dusk, she is awash in shifting sunset 
colors — now gold, now rose, now lavender. 

The wind - whistling phantom of dust and grit — 
pitches tumbleweeds against her porch. 

At the edge of the plains, the mountains — a train 

of blue titan hunchbacks - silhouette the horizon. 

Hers is a solitary house, a clapboard immigrant 

among the native copperheads and sagebrush, 

As if it had descended from the clouds - by parachute 
or divine whim — and taken root. 

After the supper spooned out of the mason jars, 

after the well-water bath heated on the wood- 

Burning stove, she reads Leviticus by oil light, 

her lips shaping every And the Lord spake unto Moses. 

As she drifts into sleep, the familiar songs lullaby her: 
the wind in the slats, the crickets in the cellar, 

The aaawwwooo of distant beasts. Something new, 
though, is there, churning the night. 

It spirits in from the other side of the hills, that shadow 
land of her father’s ghost stories. It stifles 

The wind and muzzles the beasts. Bird? she wonders. 

No, not a bird. Nothing like a bird. 

Sounds like the ocean, she thinks. But she has never 
seen the ocean. Wouldn’t know it if it lapped 

At her door. From where she lies, her window opens 

onto heaven, and she sees them in the starry quilt, 

Red and gleaming like a pair of hell-born eyes, and behind 
them, dark wings scything the sky. Yes, she knows. 

The awful name smolders on her tongue. Angel of Death! 
She knows, too, that chilling roar — 
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His satchel of confiscated souls. He comes, this thresher 
of men, to sweep her into his harvest. 

Bow down thine ear, O Lord, hear me: for I am poor 
and needy. She, bruising her breast, counts 

Her life’s transgressions, as she counted the snap peas 
for the day’s soup. The rumbling throttles her walls. 

On humble knees, head bowed low, she cries, In thee, O Lord, 
do I put my trust, as a fighter jet bullets overhead. 
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BILLY THE WHORE: 

AN ENCOMIUM IN 9 INFECTIONS 

i. 

Stars shine out of organic imperative. 

Unlike the stars, a man possesses the gift of choice. 

One may opt for a career in medicine. 

Another, the fish market. 

Our boy majors in the purple-black night streets. 

In dalliance under sick tenement lights. 

In metered trysts in factory cellars 

amidst the shattered glass and rat prattle. 

Slipping on the rot in the backs of vegetable trucks. 

A college professor will teach quantum physics 
or Jacobean drama, but not both. 

William has his specialty, too. 

It hurts like hell and stains his clothes, 
but it’s a living. 
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II. 

Personal Profile 


Name: William a/k/a Billy a/k/a Sugar Hole a/k/a Bitch Boy 
Age: 19 

Height: 5’9” (upright) 

4’ 2” (on his knees) 

O’ll” (face down) 

Weight: the sum of his days 
Eyes: they have seen as much 
Hair: yes 

Teeth: three loosened by the trick in the motorcycle jacket 
Distinguishing Features: he dreams of being 
Marlon Brando in On the Waterfront 
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III. 

Home is where the heart is. 

His heart is in a third-floor walk-up 
where the stove and bathtub 
stand side by side 
like groggy morning straphangers 
itching to be elsewhere. 

He has roommates who contribute 
nothing to the upkeep, 

but you can’t expect too much of Rattus norvegicus. 
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IV. 

Blake 

saw a world in a grain of sand. 

The other William sees one in his bedclothes. 

It’s all there for inspection, 

dyeing the fabric into a brand of flophouse motley. 

Coffee. 

Hair grease. 

Lotion. 

Mascara (his). 

Semen (everybody’s). 

Blood (not sure). 

Brown splotches on the pillows. 

Black granules that scurry down the mattress. 

As long as he lives, 
he will never visit Brussels 
or Edinburgh 
or Thessalonike 
or Montevideo 
or Baton Rouge. 

This has never occurred to him. 

He has no idea where these cities are. 
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V. 

Our Lady of the Leather Boys, pray for us. 

Our Lady of the Oh So Pretty Boys, pray for us. 

Our Lady of the Sweet As Whipped Cream Boys, pray for us. 

Our Lady of the Master And Slave Boys, 

of the Boys Who Cruise The Docks For Belgian Sailors, 
of the Disease Ridden Crack Head Five Dollars 
Will Get You Anything Boys, 
of the Boys Who Were Beaten to Death With A Lead Pipe 
When Their True Gender Was Found Out, 
of Unidentified Young Male Bodies In The City Morgue, 
pray for us. 
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VI. 

If you wish to live in peace and harmony with others, you must learn 
to discipline yourself in many ways. 

—Thomas a Kempis 

For an extra twenty, I’ll swallow it. 

—Billy 
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VII. 

If you seek the path to redemption ... 
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VIII. 

... a little dirt under the tongue may speed your way. 
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IX. 

As meaningless to him as the Dutch word for amphibian 
(which I don’t know either). 

You got it all wrong, he’d tell me. 

It’s always about one thing. 

A solid roof. 
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PHILOMENA IN HER BATH 


Clear water. 

Morning unguent, jasmine infusion. 
The knees and shoulders 
are glistening islands 
in this circumscribed sea. 

Philomena in her bath, 
immobile as a specimen 
in formaldehyde. 

The scented oils do their work: 

Sleep that eluded the bedroom 
settles on her here. 

The kitchen radio feeds the air 
with dispatches from some Arab land. 
Twelve American soldiers were killed 
in a midnight ambush. 

But Philomena has her own concerns. 
White water. 

Lather dollops float and flatten 
like miniature icebergs gliding 
into temperate climes. 

The water cools beneath her chin. 
Philomena, alone in her bath - 
alone in her world beyond the bath. 
Her lover has gone, like an envelope 
through a mail slot. 

Why does blue ink seem more 
ingratiating than black? 

Her fingers wander a shiny edge. 

The radio feeds her ears 
with music, some variety of 
sentimental claptrap. 

After twenty years, it’s come to this. 

Red water. 
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ANOINTING OF THE SICK 


In Memory of John E. Allegretti, 1926 - 2000 


I. ALLEGRETTI, J.E. Stable vitamin A compositions. 
Patented July 28, 1959. 


Night caps us 
Like an infant’s caul. 

We draw no warmth 
From the stars, 

No useful light 

From the January moon. 

The path that winds 

Before us 

Holds nothing 

But the path itself. 

Mortality 

Is our common flaw, 

The nick in a fine 
Oakwood cabinet. 

Let’s drink 
The sky’s iridescence 
And call ourselves 
Icarus Redeemed. 


45 



II. ALLEGRETTI, J.E. and WALDMAN, J.L. 
Semiconductor process. Patented March 17, 1964. 


If, as you say, “this invention relates 

to a method for preparing semiconductor bodies,” 

what is the intrinsic value of a word? 

Can a noun “provide a predetermined 
concentration of acceptor atoms?” 

An adverb? 

Once I wanted to be a famous writer. 

Now? “200 grams of liquid, 
predistilled trichlorosilane.” 

Please conjugate the schematic illustration 
of the apparatus shown in Figure One, 
then parse the decomposable vapor source. 

Conclusion: Another word for word is lantern. 
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III. ALLEGRETTI, J.E. and LAGO, J. Process of flushing 
unwanted residue from a vapor deposition system in which 
silicon is being deposited. Patented February 2, 1965. 


A thought 

becomes a conception. 

A conception 

becomes a world. 

A world 

becomes a man. 

What can we tell of the world 
that eventually became you? 

Light thrashed 

at the high windows, 

Breaking through 
in a glassless shatter. 

Its diagonal lunar columns 
located you 

Under the wrought-iron dinner table, 
where you lay, 

Not in state, 

but in a state, arms folded, 

You, imperious even in sleep, 
too spent to seek out the bed. 
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IV. ALLEGRETTI, J.E., GUTSCHE, H. and MCALEER, 
W.J. Crystallographic orientation of a cylindrical rod of 
semiconductor material in a vapor deposition process to 
obtain a polygonal shaped rod. Patented March 9, 1965. 


The 

Lord 

is 

my 

chemist. 

I 

shall 

not 

want 

for 

silicon 

tetrachloride. 
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V. ALLEGKETTI, J.E., GUTSCHE, H. and MCALEER, 

W. J. Monocrystalline elongate polyhedral semiconductor 
material. Patented December 28, 1965. 


Danse Vivante. 

Bells of Easter, 

Dancing like a father and child 
In the silver light of reconciliation, 

Your metallic chorale, 

So endearing to angel maestros 
Who tune their harp strings 
To its modulations, 

Gathers penitent orphans 
Upon harmonious pinions 
And delivers them to an eternal 
And healing music. 

Composed Spring 1997 

These lines are as callow to me as new grass. 
I was not referring to you and myself then, 
But to God and Christ 
(No symbols, you see). 

Now, I think of us. 

Myself primarily. 

No symbols. 

Pardon the blasphemy. 
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VI. SHOMBERT, D.J. and ALLEGRETTI, J.E. Relaxation 
oscillator semiconductor solid circuit structure. Patented 
May 10, 1966. 


To the Field 


To the Wheat 


To the Scythe 


To the Whetstone 


To the Water 


To the Penitent 


comes 


comes 


comes 


comes 


comes 


comes 


the Wheat 


the Scythe 


the Whetstone 


the Water 


the Penitent 


the Child 


To the Child 


comes 



VII. AILEGRETTI, J.E. Producing an N+N junction 
using antimony. Patented September 6, 1966. 


Neoplasm. 

The word comes from the Greek. 

Neos - new. 

Plasma - something formed or molded. 

And the rock cried out, 

“I can’t hide you. ” 

And the cells cried out. 

They fled in their desperation 
To the turrets of the anatomy, 
Cowering as their brethren fell. 

They repented. They bargained. 

They denied what they knew. 

The body writes its own Decameron. 
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VIII. ALLEGRETTI, J.E. and FISHER, F.O. Doped 
semiconductor process and products produced thereby. 
Patented May 9, 1967. 

I understand everything. 

The meaning of a graduated cylinder. 

The hagiography of a semiconductor crystal. 
The fatigue of the bones. 

The illumination of n-type silicon. 

The insufficiency of a marriage. 

The transcendence of solid doping agents. 

The sorrows of the abandoned application. 

The betrayal of one’s flesh. 

★ ★ 

The Light, indeed, shines in Darkness. 
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IX. ALLEGKETTI, J.E. Semi-conductor product and 
method for making same. Patented June 13, 1967. 


Light is. 


Light does. 


Light was. 


Bring him the wings 
of Michael the Archangel. 

He has been mortal long enough. 
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X. ALLEGRETTI, J.E. and MIDLER, M., JR. Continuous 
freezing process for purifying dimethyl sulfoxide. Patented 
December 12, 1967. 


From atom to atom, 

From orb to orb, 

In the fevered interferon dusk, 

In the peaceable morphine dawn, 

It galloped like a synaptic transference. 
It rang with the clarity of a bell 
Whose alloys were formulated 
For none but perfect tones. 

As elemental as phosphorus, 

As epochal as baptism, 

It persists in the blood 
And the ink 
And the microchip. 

The ordinary name: 

JOHN. 


54 



THE ACHROMATIC RAINBOW 
(POSITIVE) 


Tonight, we are white, 
the cynosure of hue, 
mist misting off the lake, 
the oblong line 
that halves the road. 

Ivory & Alabaster. 

Each of us a point in Ursa Major. 

We are “a carnivorous animal ... 
of a breed of meat-killers 
and meat-eaters.” * 

The noble rose of York 
and Ophelia in her vapors. 

The little church in the wildwood, 
our lifeline, a beam of Sabbath light. 
We are snowfall in the dell 
and the Ghost of Christmas Past. 

Our limbs now flower into wings. 

No sooner do we spread them, 
we are rallied to bear an olive branch 
and carol across turbulent seas. 


* London, Jack. White Fang. 
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GREATER THAN 









THE HUNDRED-EYED CRANE 


Stately feathered Buddha, 

Poised on a single amber switch of a leg, 

The most rara of avis. 

Too lovely to be classed a monstrosity, 

More an incarnation of a creation myth. 

Nothing in the world can evade its multitude of glances. 

What does it contemplate? 

Not the decay of a fallen pear, nor the bloom of a caterpillar 
into a monarch butterfly, nor the cricket crushed under a late 
snowfall, nor the hunch of a rice farmer’s shoulders, nor the 
gnarls in a goatherd’s crook, nor the hair in the mole on a 
dowager’s chin, nor the spirals of a snail’s shell, nor the tint of 
a bullfrog’s tongue, nor the fly that rests on the edge of a 
mendicant’s porridge bowl, nor the number of pebbles in the 
brook where it drinks, nor the cloud formation that resembles 
the nest in which it was born, nor the length and width of 
rivers, nor the various angles at which rain falls, nor the shape 
of the North Star, nor the wingspan of the roc. 

It ponders the death by neglect of a baby heron. 

Its long bill pecks out a grave in a warm meadow. 

Every twenty-four hours thereafter, 

One of its eyes weeps over the injustice 

Until it has completed a hundred days of sorrow. 
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LORD OF THE LIVING 
(A SONG OF JOY) 


He is a holy man. 

Indeed, he is the holiest of men. 

See how the lame clack their canes at his approach, 
How the children do ring dances around him. 
This, despite the leopard-skin mole 
Mushrooming on his right earlobe, 

The tattoo of Sri Lanka on his throat, 

His extra fingers, his filthy mantis wings. 

Where is he now? 

There, strolling the shoreline at sunset. 

His footprints turn the sand moonlike. 

Electric eels wash in on the tide to light his way. 

As he pieces together a tunic from old netting, 

As he harmonizes with the hymns of the clams, 

He relieves the ocean of its malaise. 

When it is time for him to go home, 

He returns to his cave in the hills. 

He eats whatever they bring him: 

Honey. Figs. Ashes. A lock of hair. 

His work is good; it pleases him. 

Lying down for the night, 

He sleeps soundly on a bed of silkworms, 
Dreaming of apple blossoms on cashew trees 
And the coal mines of Northumberland. 


6o 



LORD OF THE WORLD 


During the feast of the Hindu god Juggernaut, the Lord of the 
World, an immense effigy of the deity was pulled on a cart before 
throngs of the faithful, who routinely threw themselves under the 
wheels to be crushed as an act of sacrifice. 

The idol drowses. 

Blind painted totem hewn of teak and ardor. 

★ 

The wheels roll ... 
over pebble 
betel nut 
beetle 
rose petal 
the beggar 

with the severed foot 

the laundress 
and her basket 

the farmer 
and his corn 

the sweet-vendor 
and his sugar cakes. 

More than the force of the god; 
the force of the idea of the god. 

More than the weight of the thing; 
the weight of the noun which names the thing. 

★ 

Reclining in heaven, 
eating watermelon seeds 
and listening to his flute players, 
the deity wonders why so many maimed souls 
have appeared at his feet. 
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I SAW THE BUDDHA 


I saw the Buddha crushed beneath a felled bo tree. 
His smile had vanished. 

He seemed enlightened, nonetheless. 
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TWO EXALTATIONS 
FOR THE DERVISH 


I. A Call to His Dance 

Behold, you, the world, for it turns not by desire, 

But design, marvel of divine creative fire. 

Whirl, you, on the axis which inhabits your soul, 

Whirl, you, for the Lord — for He is your well-loved Sire. 

The planets and stars, sweet minions of the heavens, 

Bear witness to the knowledge you spin to acquire. 

It rings delirious, the music of the spheres, 

A miraculous dance such melodies require. 

Your ears to a song awake, not from mortal flutes, 

But His own throat, well of divine creative fire. 

Hear this! The poet Joel affirms the Lord is God. 
Darkness bleeds to light, to reveal your well-loved Sire. 


II. Illumination of the Dervish 

Worlds around worlds and worlds around worlds 
And worlds around worlds and worlds around worlds 
And worlds around suns and worlds around suns and 
Worlds around suns and worlds around suns and worlds 
Around worlds and worlds around worlds and wheels 
Within wheels and wheels within wheels and wheels 
Within wheels and worlds around worlds and worlds 
Around suns and worlds around worlds and worlds 
Around suns and wheels within wheels and wheels 
Within wheels and worlds around worlds and worlds 
Around suns and wheels within wheels and worlds 
Around worlds and worlds around worlds and wheels 
Within wheels and worlds around worlds and worlds 
Around suns and worlds around suns and wheels within 
Wheels and worlds around suns and wheels within wheels 
And 
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THE FLIGHT INTO EGYPT 


It was nothing more 

Than a fading king’s secret fear: 

The knowledge that his reign 
Had outworn its necessity. 

All the years of obedient foreheads 
Pressed before him against the marble 
Had burned away in the reek of myrrh. 

His ears no longer register 

The oily music of his praise-singers, 

Only the rocking of a thousand empty cradles. 
He understands now that a baby’s spittle 
Can be as pure as a silver coin. 

Unlike the desert wind 

Ranting back and forth across the Levant, 

Unlike the sea 

Tonguing the shore, then withdrawing into 
itself, 

Time moves in one direction, 

As swiftly as a carpenter’s plane, 

As surely as night must settle 

In a blue wash on our commerce and granaries, 

As surely as the sun must rise, 

Gold and hot, 

For the inevitable dawn, 

The dawn being the most beautiful 
Hour of the day. 
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I AM A ROOM 


A white room. 

The moon shines in my northeast corner. 

I enclose the statue of a man. 

He is a saint. 

You can tell by the brown robe corded at his waist. 

The painted head tilted to the sky. 

The awestruck O of his mouth. 

He died a martyr. 

You see it in his eyes. 

Old Mediterranean ladies pray to him on arthritic knees. 
They deposit coins for candles. 

He loves them for it and watches over their homes. 

Why else would he be a saint, if not for them? 

Why else would I house him? 
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MOTHER JULIAN, 

FROM HER CELL AT NORWICH 


By his grace I saw all this ... 


Julian of Norwich, 

Revelations of Divine Love 

I am not mad. Please do not believe me mad. 

The lack of meat has whittled my senses to a sharp point. 
See, I can write my name. 

I know what day this is and which season. 

I know how many bees make the honey 

And why the robin's breast turned from brown to red. 

The vision of Him was a smudge on the wall, 

But the eyes of a fasting woman will do that sometimes. 

He was handsome, I recall, even in the hour 
of His profound calamity, 

When the flesh could no longer bear the pulse. 

Do not call me mad because I think my hands too beautiful 
Or a plate of leeks too rich a feast. 

I draw succor from the flavor of contrition. 

Modesty is the most savory herb, 

Grace, the most delectable of sauces. 

Sit, and I shall tell of a love enclosing. 

First, look at the leaves of this mustard plant. 

They are as splendid to my eyes as a pair of wings. 
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POEM FOR THE APOCALYPSE 


Blind to the North Star, 
The mad compass spins. 
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THE DREAM CIRCLE 

(AN ANGELICAL PRAYER WHEEL) 


Dream of me, 

Angel who dreams of 
Me, who dream 
Of a Hyacinth, 

Which blooms 
With iron Petals, 

Which impale the Sun, 
Whose Eye is blinded 
By its own Incandescence, 
Which illuminates 
The Footpaths of Heaven, 
Which lay the Way 
For an Angel 
Who dreams of 
Me, who dream of 
An iron-petaled Hyacinth. 
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EPILOGUE 









GABRIEL THE BEACHCOMBER 


The slopping of the sea grew still one night... 

— Wallace Stevens 


The sea brought to mind a glass harmonica, 

And all was pianissimo with the world. 

There were murmurs in the sand dunes, 

Secrets only a tern would know. 

A fiddler crab has its own repertory of dances. 
The day arrived in a density of splendors. 

The sea brought to mind a confectioner’s shop, 
And all was bittersweet with the world. 

There were rumors of a wedding, 

A consecration by the jetty stones. 

We wondered how roses would fare in the salt air. 
The day rejoiced in a density of splendors. 

The sea brought to mind a four o’clock tea, 

And all was demure with the world. 

There was a polyphony of salutations. 

The clouds were a flock of parasols. 

The gulls were clad in corporate white and grey. 
The day wearied of its density of splendors. 

The sea brought to mind a family estate, 

And all was venerable with the world. 

There were recollections in the spindrift, 
Testaments embroidered in the coral. 

A lighthouse, too, has an autobiography. 

The day reminisced in a density of splendors. 

The sea brought to mind a greater sea, 

And all was marvelous with the world. 

There were conjurations in the tide pool, 

Traces of the moon at her inventive best. 

We saw the shadow of Portugal on the horizon. 
The day bid goodnight to its density of splendors. 
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